A neurohistorical approach begins with the principle that the human brain is relatively plastic and therefore continuously open to developmental and cultural influences. This does not mean that we should treat the brain as a blank slate. Instead, such influences, as they interact with given brain/body systems, can generate unpredictable forward-acting effects. The phenomenon of compulsive hoarding offers a case study of a historically or culturally situated behavior that can be approached in this way. Hoarding appears to be correlated with cognitive lesions or genetic predispositions. Yet although the behavior is very visible today, there is little evidence for the practice in the human past, suggesting that something has triggered the growing prevalence of the phenomenon. Using the coevolutionary approach intrinsic to environmental history, we can treat the rise of compulsive hoarding as an emergent phenomenon generated by the unpredictable ways in which cognitive and endocrinological systems have interacted with a changing material environment. The results of this inquiry suggest not only why history needs cognitive neuroscience but also why neuroscience needs history. I N RECENT YEARS, the phenomenon of compulsive hoarding has drawn a considerable amount of media attention as well as academic studies in psychology and neuroscience. The subject has the lurid quality appropriate for reality TV shows, for it draws attention to people who are drowning in newspapers, yogurt cartons, and cats and highlights the wrenching emotions they experience when these things are taken away from them. Although contemporary medical and social science has yet to achieve a full understanding of the condition, some studies have claimed that as much as 5 percent of the U.S. population consists of compulsive hoarders. There are problems with such
conclusions, not the least of which is the fuzziness of the definition of the disorder. But even so, there seems to be a lot of hoarding going on. 1 The phenomenon of compulsive hoarding poses a mischievous challenge to our understanding of humanity and the human past and to the practice of neuroscience itself. Like a range of phenomena, including autism, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, and gluten intolerance, compulsive hoarding has the appearance of being an insurgent epidemic in these latter days. Contemplating the putative rise of hoarding, we might be tempted to describe the phenomenon as a social or media construct or, even more, a figment of the psychiatric imagination. And that may be right. But the interpretation will seem thin and insubstantial if you walk into the house of a hoarder and find yourself traversing deep canyons formed by piles of newspaper that reach almost to the ceiling and observing the dry and shriveled bodies of mice who have died between sheets of newsprint. The phenomenon of compulsive hoarding has a grim and hard-edged reality. What is more, the scientific community has persuasively explained hoarding in terms of deficits in cognitive architecture. Some research, for example, has suggested that if a perfectly ordinary person suffers a lesion to a specific part of the brain, she or he is more likely to begin hoarding. 2 Other scientists have argued that compulsive hoarding runs in families and may even have a genetic component. Among humans, the hoarding allele is located on chromosome 14. 3 In Doberman Pinschers, apparently, it is found on chromosome 7. 4 But this is where hoarding begins to make its mischief. For if we accept this conclusion, then it seems that we are bound to conclude, with the evolutionary psychologists, that hoarding is a cognitive universal, found in all the world's populations both past and present. But that, in turn, is singularly hard to believe. Is it plausible to assume that a medieval European peasant who suffered a certain lesion to the prefrontal cortex would have become a hoarder? In a reductio ad absurdum, consider the hunter-gatherer peoples of the Upper Paleolithic. If a person living forty thousand years ago suffered the prohoarding lesion, would he or she have become more prone to hoard the odd bits and things available in the Paleolithic environment? It seems unlikely. A reason for describing Australian aborigines and the !Kung as "affluent," Marshall Sahlins once suggested, arises from the fact that things do not easily cling to them. 5 Although the subjects of modern ethnographic study are nothing like the peoples of the Upper Paleolithic, the material and ecological contexts they inhabit are quite similar, since both environments are, or were, lacking in the sort of stuff that "our" hoarders hoard, such as packaging material, lint, and bottle caps. Both environments demanded daily and seasonal mobility, which limited the clinginess of things. Even more important, patterns of group living demanded considerable velocity in the circulation of stuff. In such a context, it is difficult to imagine how anyone could have begun to hoard.
As it turns out, there is no particular reason to think that psychological traits necessarily do travel across time and space. The most famous example is the Müller-Lyer illusion. (See Figure 1. ) Psychologists have long held-and, oddly enough, some still continue to hold-that the illusion whereby line segment (a) appears to be longer than line segment (b) can be understood as a cognitive universal located in the unchanging architecture of the visual cortex. Yet when cognitive psychologists finally got around to testing subjects other than their own students, they discovered that some of the world's populations are less likely to see the illusion than others, and the peoples of Amazonia hardly see it at all. M. Segall, D. Campbell, and M. J. Herskovits, who first exposed the cultural situatedness of the Müller-Lyer illusion, have argued that it affects only people who live in carpentered societies-that is to say, in architectural spaces with right angles. 6 So here's the mischief. On the one hand, compulsive hoarding is a biological or physiological trait. On the other hand, it is a cultural trait tied to a very specific historical context. In the same way that light is both a particle and a wave, hoarding is both something and its opposite. How can that be?
This apparent paradox arises, I believe, from our custom of drawing a line between biology and culture. This approach, which is typical of disciplines like history, cultural anthropology, and even some areas of the history of science, conceives of human history in terms of the "hand-off model." The hand-off model proposes that at some point in the distant past, biological evolution gave way to cultural evolution, and in the process history was born. 7 The problem, as we have come to realize in recent years, is that the hand-off model is simply wrong. For one thing, the genes are still there, and they make a difference. But as the field of epigenetic research is now showing, gene expression is intimately tangled up with cultural and individual life circumstances. One of the major tasks of the human sciences over the next decade will involve coming to terms with the findings of epigenetics and figuring out how to study humanity without using the hand-off model.
The intellectual mischief generated by the phenomenon of compulsive hoarding is one of many levers that we can use to move the hand-off model out of our habits of analysis. In particular, the case of compulsive hoarding shows how fields like the history of science, history, and anthropology need epigenetics and neuroscience. But even more important, it demonstrates how cognitive neuroscience needs history. Methodologically speaking, it is easy to appreciate why cognitive neuroscience is presentist in its orientation. The science depends on the ability to place subjects in fMRI machines or tag neurochemicals with radioactive isotopes and track their movements in the brain and body. As the findings of Segall et alia have demonstrated, however, there is no reason to assume that any of the findings of cognitive neuroscience will travel across time or culture. Each case has to be proven, not assumed, to be a cognitive universal. Dopamine receptors, stress receptors, and other elements of the human brain may be similar the world over, but the density of receptors in each individual is variable and subject to complex historical and cultural contingencies. Changes in neurons, synapses, or endocrinological systems induced by developmental and cultural circumstances, moreover, can have unpredictable forwardacting effects. The human brain, in other words, is an entity that exists in history. It is important for cognitive neuroscientists to learn how to come to grips with the brain's historicity.
Elsewhere I have described the coming together of history and neuroscience as "neurohistory." 8 In practice, this means that we can treat compulsive hoarding as a historically or culturally situated phenomenon that is at the same time correlated with cognitive lesions or genetic predispositions. This interpretation is possible once we learn to identify the coevolutionary dynamics that have characterized the human past and come up with a model for writing history in which the vector for historical change is located in the relationship between humanity and the complex human niche. 9 By taking a view of the past borrowed from environmental history, we can treat the rise of compulsive hoarding as an emergent phenomenon generated by the unpredictable ways in which cognitive and endocrinological systems have interacted with a changing material environment.
* * *
As figures such as Bruno Latour and Ian Hodder have been arguing in recent years, humans and things are entangled in a complex network of actors. 10 Compulsive hoarding, in other words, should be understood as a network comprising a rather peculiar set of relationships between the actors within the network. A key feature of the entangled relationship between people and things is that it is very old, dating back at least 2.6 million years. As paleoanthropologists and cognitive archaeologists have suggested, humanity itself evolved in Africa in a niche of our own design. This is not to say that other elements of the niche, such as leopards, tubers, grasslands, and rainfall, were insignificant players in the evolution of humanity. But the key element of the niche, as we now understand it, is that it was not the stable "environment of evolutionary adaptedness" posited by evolutionary psychology. Instead, it was and remains primarily a constantly changing social niche, defined by the imperatives of navigating a complex moral world of cooperation, exchange, and punishment. The social niche of the Pleistocene was also a material niche. By crafting tools, weapons, hearths, and a growing array of other material externals, we substantially and continuously altered the material and social contours of the niche in which we subsequently evolved.
By most definitions, the things created by early hominins were cultural in natureand from this it would appear that one can argue that "culture began earlier" than we hitherto thought. But to think of culture in this way is problematic, since it implies that we can separate culture from human biology. This is not so easily done. For one thing, the material externals taken up by early human societies were seen and felt by the human genome over evolutionary time. We find adaptations taking place at the level of the body, as the use of pounding tools and eventually fire led to changes to teeth and gut.
11 Weapons and other devices took up the task of signaling rank-order location; and as they did, parts of the body such as brow ridges and canines lost some of their signaling capacity.
12 Changes like these were encoded directly in the genome. The most important conclusion to have emerged from these and other findings is that there is no such thing as humanity without the material environment in which we lived and evolved. 13 We have incorporated things into our being in much the same way that our distant eukaryotic ancestors incorporated mitochondria and our genome has absorbed autonomous strands of viral DNA. We have always been post/human cyborgs.
Gene-culture coevolution, as this process is known, has continued and even accelerated up to the present day. The ongoing evolutionary dance between the two partners exposes the flaws inherent in nature/culture thinking. But the human body has also responded to historical change in ways that are not remembered by the genome. Social forms and behavioral patterns sculpt the body in ways that are readily recognized by bioarchaeologists. Since the human diet in recent millennia has been influenced by socioeconomic patterns, for example, the bodies of poor people look different from those of wealthy people. The wearing of shoes has altered the profile of the foot and changed the nature of the gait. When the food-processing industry emerged in the nineteenth century, the morphological consequences of the overall reduction in cumulative bite pressure altered the shape of the developing jaw in individuals. As the jaw shrank, there was increasingly less room for wisdom teeth, causing impaction and hence the need for extraction. Endocrine disrupters such as hormones in chicken feed and BPA in plastic bottles have noticeable effects on the human body. As endocrine disrupters accumulate in the water and food supplies, they are having effects that can be measured epidemiologically.
14 The human body, in other words, is a kind of contact paper, readily absorbing and revealing impressions left on it by its changing material and social surroundings.
This quality of plasticity is especially characteristic of the brain. Tools and hammers, for example, literally grow into the map of the body when they are used. They become a curious sort of limb, a prosthesis that can be taken off and put on at will. The endocrine system, likewise, responds to its conditions of use. In this vein, consider a recent study in which Lee Gettler and his colleagues surveyed 624 men in the Philippines. 15 Men with high waking testosterone were more likely to become fathers, but those who became fathers often experienced significant declines in endogenous testosterone. The striking finding is that the decline in testosterone primarily affected men who reported giving three or more hours of child care per day. Since paternal caregiving is defined by social or economic structures, we can predict that levels of male testosterone, across time and 12 This is a classic instance of the Baldwin effect, which proposes that the origin of behavioral or morphological adaptations encoded in the genome can sometimes be traced to behavioral changes acquired by learning. space, should track socioeconomic structures: in societies that promote paternal caregiving, levels of waking testosterone should be lower, in the aggregate. Variable aggregate levels of testosterone, in turn, may have forward-acting effects in areas wholly unrelated to parenting, since testosterone can be associated with violence and is also associated with dominance structures.
The variation in testosterone production described by Gettler and his colleagues does not necessarily involve permanent changes in brain structures. But sometimes these changes are indeed permanent. If a mouse is handicapped in such a way as to be the loser in a series of fights with other mice, for example, it enters a condition of chronic stress marked by high levels of stress hormones. 16 The mouse loses initiative and becomes listless and compliant. 17 If given access to cocaine, which offers a boost to the dopaminereward system, the mouse will medicate itself at a greater rate than control mice so as to alleviate the feelings of stress. Because the condition of chronic stress is in turn associated with the physical degradation of stress receptors, it can become a permanent condition.
The neurobiology of stress that has come to light in recent studies is interesting to think with because, like testosterone, stress is one of the neurobiological correlates of social rank or position. Some primate societies have developed political systems that leverage stress. 18 One of the most remarkable discoveries in recent years is that stress can be inherited epigenetically. The maternal licking of rat pups leads to a greater density of stress receptors in the hippocampus, which in turn allows the young rats to handle stress more easily. If rat pups are not licked, their ability to handle stress is reduced. Female rats who were not cared for as pups, in turn, are less likely to lick their own offspring. For several generations, therefore, chronic stress can be transmitted epigenetically from mother to offspring. Lest we use this finding to pile even greater guilt on working mothers, it should be noted that it works for father rats as well. 19 In the emerging field of historical trauma studies, medical researchers have explored how the epigenetic inheritance of stress can echo down family lines through several generations. 20 The findings generated by these and other studies describe a vector for historical change that arises from the complex and ongoing dialectic between humanity and the niche we inhabit. We used to think of human history as a kind of species autobiography. We told ourselves that we could narrate this story without regard to other trends. The fact of anthropogenic global warming, and the looming catastrophe that awaits us, illustrates the stunning naïveté of this belief. Our history is necessarily entwined with that of the biosphere. The niche we inhabit carefully tracks our actions and behaviors, in a pattern known to evolutionary biologists as niche construction. 21 Like any historical actor, the niche responds to our actions in both predictable and unpredictable ways, and it does so regardless of the fact that it lacks both first-order agency and intention.
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The pattern is visible everywhere; it is not limited to the fact that sea levels rise as warming temperatures cause ice sheets to melt. The herding of sheep in colonial Mexico, to take a famous example, caused changes in the soil that altered and eventually desiccated the landscape. Mosquitoes began to breed more abundantly when deforestation all over the world caused marshlands to emerge. Water tables subside wherever rivers are channeled.
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All these responses have forward-acting effects that alter human societies in their turn. Environmental historians have used the challenges we face today to show how human history makes no sense when it is divorced from the histories of the other systems or actor networks in which we, like all organisms, are entangled. In this model, the subject of history is not humanity, but the vector of change located in the coevolutionary relationship between humanity and the human niche. We need to abandon the view of history in which a solitary humanity is trudging up the side of a mountain on a lonely path.
The niche we inhabit includes the climate, living things, water, chemicals, and so on. But to return to arguments made earlier, it also includes the things that we make and the material surroundings in which we embed ourselves. In the process of adapting to this niche, our bodies, brains, and societies are continuously altered. As we ourselves change, we alter our material environment, producing, exchanging, consuming, and deploying different things in different ways. We have adapted to things, and they have adapted to us, in the same way that the cheetah and the gazelle have continuously adapted to each other in an evolutionary arms race that has produced extraordinarily swift gazelles and slightly swifter cheetahs.
Does this mean that things we are entangled with are alive? Does it mean that things have agency, in the manner in which some scholars are tempted to assign personhood or agency to mosquitoes, trees, and sofas? The urge to accord first-order agency to things is understandable, in light of the recent tendency to assume that the universal ascription of agency is the best way to solve the world's patterns of injustice. Even so, it does have the unfortunate side effect of implying that the only interesting trends over time are those that spring from intention. Anthropogenic global warming offers an interesting philosophical case, because no one involved in the industrialization of nineteenth-century Europe ever intended to release carbon dioxide, and yet the consequences of this act of second-order agency are, arguably, the most pressing problem of the present day. Ditto for the stromatolites who produced the Great Oxygenation Event 2.4 billion years ago and, quite 21 by accident, very nearly expunged all life on earth. But even if we should hesitate to accord first-order agency to things, it is true that when one contemplates the things that consume the lives of hoarders, it is tempting to treat them as the perfect parasites, entities that have evolved to feed off the surplus energy of their hosts so as to reproduce themselves. Things, we ought to admit, are dangerous.
* * *
The scientific literature has treated compulsive hoarding as a psychological phenomenon that we can explain solely in terms of deficits in cognitive architecture. The impulse, moreover, has been to assume that what is the case now must always have been the case. The impulse of researchers, accordingly, has been to search for the adaptive logic that explains how this behavior got started. It is not hard to find, since simple hoarding was adaptive in the human past and remains so in the human present. Upper Paleolithic humans, much like arctic jays and squirrels, began to cache food systematically so as to serve as a buffer against uncertainty. In the ninth and tenth centuries, northern Europeans cached coins to preserve them from the ravages of Viking raids. The Vikings themselves made hoards of coins and hacksilver. One could go on. Given the ubiquity of such behavior in the past, it is plausible to link the adaptive hoarding behavior of the past to the maladaptive hoarding of the present. One can argue, with the neuroscientists, that the compulsive hoarding of the present day simply arises from the overactivation of the adaptive instinct to save things.
The argument has a superficial plausibility, and it may turn out to be right. Yet there are problems, not least of which is the question of coming up with an explanation for why the hoarding instinct should be overactivated now. The problem is that the compulsive hoarding of useless things seems to be characteristic of only the last century or two-and primarily the last few decades. 24 It is possible to imagine a Pleistocene hunter-gatherer hoarding the detritus produced by the knapping of a blade or a citizen of ancient Rome squirreling away a multitude of ceramic potsherds, the Roman equivalent of the yogurt container-but if so, the behavior has gone unnoticed by historians and archaeologists. We might expect to find evidence for compulsive hoarding in the tens of thousands of household inventories extant from later medieval Europe. I have studied a subset of this corpus, finding hundreds of apparently worthless things, such as old wooden planks, broken ceramics, and clothing items that are torn or damaged-and yet not the remotest shred of evidence for hoarding behavior. With the partial exception of linens, the junk found in inventories is typically found in ones or twos, never amassed in hoards. Moreover, the junk is categorized according to customary patterns of spatial ordering-the old plank, used to carry bread dough to the public oven, stands alone in the kitchen, near a single broken jar; the shabby linens are stashed away in chests and coffers in the bedrooms or the dining halls. There was plenty of junk capable of being compulsively hoarded in disordered piles, in other words, but no evidence that it ever was. There are exceptions that probe the rule, of course, such as the documents found in the Cairo Geniza and the printed books in early modern Europe, arguably the first mass-produced objects.
25 24 The International OCD Foundation suggests that a reference in Dante's Inferno constitutes evidence for hoarding behavior in the past. This is an intriguing observation, but it works only if we are willing to equate compulsive hoarding with avarice-that is to say, the compulsive hoarding of money (which, in point of fact, is tempting). 25 See Mario Wimmer, Archivkörper: Eine Geschichte historischer Einbildungskraft (Konstanz: Konstanz Univ. Press, 2012); my thanks here to Jacob Soll. It is possible to argue that archives such as the Cairo Geniza But even the character type of the compulsive hoarder in novels, to the best of my knowledge, is not visible before the nineteenth century.
It is true that we can trace the pattern of obsessive collecting back over a number of centuries. But even if obsessive collecting builds on some of the same neural architecture as compulsive hoarding, the two behavioral patterns have distinctive characteristics. Among other things, a distinguishing feature of collecting behavior is that collections are typically organized and annotated, unlike the random piles of junk that form the typical hoard. In addition, compulsive hoarding is quite distinct from the adaptive hoarding behaviors of squirrels, jays, and Paleolithic humans. The pattern of adaptive human hoarding, for example, is seasonal; alternatively, it is triggered by events, such as rumors regarding the arrival of Vikings. Adaptive hoards, like collections, are gathered and organized: wrapped in skins and sunk deep into anoxic swamps or piled into boxes or coffers and buried in the barn. Adaptive hoarders contemplate their goods with satisfaction. Compulsive hoarders, by contrast, sometimes display little or no interest in their things after the moment of acquisition. Their deep emotional attachments surface only with the threat of removal, which induces tremendous anxiety. Above all, compulsive hoarding behavior is associated with an inability to let go of things. This is wholly different from the adaptive hoarders of food or hacksilver, for their hoards were expressly designed to be eaten or traded.
If compulsive hoarding turns out to be a psychological phenomenon of very recent modernity, as I suspect, how can we explain the growing prevalence of the behavior? And why should it be correlated to deficits in cognitive architecture? We do not know all the answers to these questions, so let me describe instead a research hypothesis.
As things worked their way into bodies and brains in deep human time, they inserted themselves not just into actor networks but also into emotional relationships. Paul Bloom has argued that people are naturally dualistic, an argument founded on the observation that very young children are prone to attribute intention to living things and will register surprise when inert things appear to act. But at the same time, as he puts it, "our system of social understanding overshoots, inferring goals and desires where none exist." Among other things, the act of overattributing goals and desires has had the accidental by-product of generating gods and demons, but it also creates the pathways that allow things to be swept up into human moral systems and occupy positions within networks of actors.
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Emotional relationships developed within family and kin groups can be easily displaced onto pets, houses, and things. Our emotional habits are very promiscuous and are capable of settling on anything within the actor network.
The growing emotional entanglement with things, however, was not sufficient on its own to generate the phenomenon of compulsive hoarding. One of the crucial features of ancient and medieval European society, and perhaps most human societies, is the omnipresence of recycling and repurposing. Most societies generate waste products from food processing, heating, and construction, but little trash besides that, since household things typically had exceedingly long lives. In Europe's ancient and medieval past, for example, result from the instinct to hoard compulsively. Among other things, the Geniza was by all accounts a disorganized heap of documents, similar to the classic compulsive hoard. The difference is that the Geniza hoard was maintained not by a single individual but by generations upon generations of keepers. clothing made of valuable and durable fabric such as wool and silk was repeatedly unstitched, cut down, and remade. Metals and alloys were returned to the forge for reworking. In such a world, what would have happened to someone who suffered the hoarding lesion or possessed the hoarding allele on chromosome 14? We can never know. Having said that, and following the lead of Segall et alia, we might be able to do targeted studies of some of the world's populations to see how the behavior manifests itself not only in wealthy societies full of things but also in societies with fewer things. Hypothetically, one can suppose that people in past societies who had deficits in cognitive architecture might have felt the need for some kind of behavioral therapy, but the argument here is that they would not have settled on a therapy that consists of amassing hoards of old wooden planks, broken ceramics, torn clothing, or worn tablecloths, because the material niche they inhabited did not lend itself to the sequestration of such things.
Compulsive hoarding, in this view, is a product of history. It emerged in the context of the changing material niche generated by modern patterns of industrial production and in particular is associated with the growth of consumption. The rise of consumerism can be treated as a good thing. In this view, the democratization of access to stuff has alleviated poverty and has empowered women and world subalterns alike. The critical history of late capitalism offered by the Frankfurt School and developed by figures like Jean Baudrillard and Slavoj Žižek, by contrast, has suggested a darker vision, wherein the emergence of habits of consumption is nothing less than a trap or an addiction. The debilitating desire to consume, in this view, springs from an unholy alliance between the capitalists who seek to sell and the advertising psychologists who have learned how to manipulate the desires of the helpless masses. The opiate of the masses, in this view, is not religion. It is stuff. The result of this manipulation is an order of power that operates not through commandand-control, still less through surveillance, and instead directly through the nervous system. This was the order of power imagined by Aldous Huxley in his dystopian novel Brave New World. The vexing philosophical question raised by Huxley is whether totalitarian power is evil even in those situations where people happily consent to their own oppression.
The critical history of capitalism is compatible with studies in neuroeconomics suggesting that some shoppers experience a dopamine high at the thought of acquiring new things and can even form addictions to shopping. 27 As such studies suggest, desire really is being manipulated by the consumer society. But although shopping is far more prevalent than compulsive hoarding, the latter behavior is equally constitutive of capitalist modernity. This creates a problem, because compulsive hoarding cannot be so easily explained in terms of desire. The reason is that hoarding behavior may be associated not primarily with the dopamine-reward system but instead with the serotonin system.
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Serotonin is a neurotransmitter and hormone that does several different things in the body. 29 In the brain, serotonin highs and lows are associated with confidence and security, on the one hand, and depression and insecurity, on the other. MDMA (Ecstasy), for example, is a serotonin agonist; individuals who take Ecstasy experience euphoria for a while, but once serotonin stored in synapses is depleted, depression and anxiety can set in.
If hoarding is indeed associated with disruptions to the serotonin system, then things, for hoarders, have in effect become proxy serotonin stimulants. Compulsive hoarders become terribly anxious at the thought of losing the things they hoard. In a sense, the hoard even forms part of the extended body of the compulsive hoarder. One psychologist has reported that hoarders say to him things like, "If I throw too much away, there'll be nothing left of me." 30 An important feature of compulsive hoarding is that it depends on an economy of trash. The act of throwing something away radically denies the membership of things in the actor network. If you trash something, you conceptualize usefulness as an evanescent rather than an enduring quality of things. Also important is mass production, which creates endless sameness, unlike potsherds, each of which, like a snowflake, is unique. If you attribute personhood and enduring utility to one Tetra Brik container, you will now see it in thousands upon thousands. In this view, compulsive hoarding is an emergent phenomenon of modernity. It is the result of the historically contingent way in which the changing material niche created by modern global capitalism has intersected in unpredictable ways with latent features of cognitive architecture.
* * *
Modern global capitalism, to the extent that it consists of consumer items and associated behavioral patterns, has evolved in a complex and changing neurological niche. Whatever else it has been called, capitalism can be seen as an enormous system for stimulating the reward centers of the human brain. The critics of consumption have argued that the desire to consume has been artificially generated by clever marketing. Yet this cannot be the whole story. At the very least, there is no particular reason to assume that a phenomenon such as shopping addiction arises solely from the pleasure principle. In the same way that the chronically stressed mouse repeatedly self-medicates with cocaine, there are undoubtedly consumers, seeking to cope with a condition of chronic stress, who self-medicate by means of shopping and hoarding.
The phenomenon of compulsive hoarding adds a wrinkle to our understanding of late capitalism. As suggested above, the rise of hoarding springs from the thickening presence of nearly identical things and, above all, from the anxiety generated by the economy of trash. Things, in this model, are substitutes for kin and family. Whether or not they really have agency and personhood, we certainly act as if they do, and that is enough. In the past, we used things creatively as devices for creating, maintaining, and repairing human social relationships. 31 We have been giving or trading since at least the Upper Paleolithic, when regular networks of long-distance exchange become visible in the archaeological record. In light of this history, what is most peculiar about the compulsive hoarders of the present day is the way in which their things have ceased to circulate, except when coerced by jealous family members and TV reality-show producers. Removed from the patterns of circulation that typically define the biographies of things, the objects found in a hoard have become inalienable.
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The phenomenon of compulsive hoarding shows how difficult it can be for some people to create and enforce the hierarchy of use and uselessness, a hierarchy that is essential not just to the economy of trash but to neoliberal economics as a whole. To the extent that the hierarchy of things mirrors the hierarchy of persons, in a world that is now divided into rich and poor, worthy and worthless, it is in fact a very generous and liberal-minded thing to do to accord to newspapers, bottle caps, dust bunnies, and packaging materials, not to mention cats, a dignity that is normally reserved for luxury goods, to treat them as members of the family, and to feel personally diminished by their loss. That we describe hoarding as a disorder, and treat it with pity or contempt, according to our wont, is perhaps, above all, a comment on our own misplaced priorities.
